
That developed countries can only be threatened
through the use of terrorism is greater proof of their
strength than of their vulnerability. […] Such coun-
tries might fear a particularly lethal attack, but
would never need to fear destabilization.

Gérard Challiand1

he tragic events of 11 September 2001 elevat-
ed international terrorism to the top security

priority for states everywhere.  Some noted ana-
lysts such as Bruce Hoffman2 and François
Heisbourg3 have suggested that the terrorist attacks

against the United States brought about a radical change
in our conception of this type of violence, and that this
new form of terrorism signified the crumbling of post-Cold
War order.  Both claim that these terrorist attacks repre-
sent a new form of conflict, a new form of terrorism for
the 21st century.  

The attacks on the World Trade Centre and the
Pentagon are undoubtedly defining events for this century,
but have all the theoretical musings on post-Cold War ter-
rorism already been surpassed by these events?  While one
might indeed consider the radical novelty of the 11
September attacks, they may in fact reflect trends in inter-

national terrorism that have been recurring since the end of
the 1980s.  

This article will examine three main points, drawing
parallels between them and the events of 11 September.
First, some general comments will be made about the recur-
rence of terrorism throughout the ages. Next, the main trends
of terrorism will be outlined, especially those related to the
lethality of terrorist acts.  Finally, the issue of weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) will be examined.  

RECURRENT ASPECTS OF TERRORISM

When compared with the terrorism that emerged at the
end of the 1960s, certain trends in the phenomenon

of international terrorism have emerged since the end of
the Cold War; and these recurring tendencies are what
gives it its particular colouring.  However, history has
shown that since its appearance in modern times,4 that is to
say, since the French Revolution of 1789 and even more
since the end of the 19th century, terrorism has demon-
strated the ability to adapt to the era in which it takes
place, but without entirely losing the character it had in
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11 September 2001: the World Trade Centre burning after the terrorist attacks. 

Dany Deschênes is a doctoral candidate in the political science department
at Laval University.

Winter 2002 - 2003  ● Canadian Military Journal 21

T
E

R
R

O
R

IS
M

T



earlier times.5 In other words, terrorism seems regularly to
transform itself.  

Identifying the major trends of terrorism requires a brief
look at an important question: Does the study of post-Cold
War terrorism reveal a new paradigm for this form of politi-

cal violence?  Indeed, the
debate about this new
paradigm was already
well advanced6 even
before the attacks against
the US.  Without entering
into an exhaustive exami-
nation of this debate, it is
worth noting a conclusion
of analyst Thomas
Copeland, who considers
that the trends seen in the
terrorism that followed

the end of the bipolar order indicate an evolution rather
than a revolution.7 It can be argued that those who support
the idea of a new post-Cold War paradigm underestimate
the recurring aspects of terrorism.8 However, this is not to
say that there is nothing new in the tragic events of

September 2001.  The nuance here is important: we should
neither underestimate nor over-estimate these events.
Rather, it is necessary to try to establish whether they are
in keeping with trends in terrorism that have been apparent
for quite some time.  

A TREND IN INTERNATIONAL TERROR-
ISM: MORE AND MORE VICTIMS

The events of 11 September are sufficiently familiar that
it is not necessary to go over them in detail.  However,

examining the elements that enabled the success of this
macabre enterprise reveals both recurring trends and certain
new elements.  First of all, they underscore the lethality of
terrorist acts.  

What stands out since the 1990s is the fact that terrorist
acts have caused an increasing number of deaths, even if,
paradoxically, fewer acts of international terrorism were
perpetrated.9 This situation can be explained by several
largely interconnected factors that give terrorism its current
distinctiveness.  

The first concerns the increase over the last twenty
years of terrorist groups motivated by religious beliefs.10

Religion was certainly a prime motivator for the kamikaze
pilots who hit New York and the Pentagon. According to
Bruce Hoffman, the lethality of this type of terrorism has
come about:

…because of the radically different value systems,
mechanisms of legitimization and justification,
conceptions of morality and Manichean world
views that directly affect the motivation of the
“holy terrorists.”  For the religious terrorist, vio-
lence is first and foremost a sacramental act or a
divine duty, executed in direct response to some
theological demand or imperative and justified by
scripture.  Religion therefore functions as a legit-
imizing force, sanctioning the large-scale use of
violence against an almost open-ended category of
opponents (that is, all those who are not members
of the religious terrorists’ religion or who do not
belong to the same community).11  

The Iranian Revolution in 1979 furthered the creation of
radical Islamic groups12 such as the Hezbollah that justified
their terrorist activities on religious principles.13 This devel-
opment had a great impact on the Islamic world.  First, the
momentum that the Shi’ite revolution gave to Sunni groups
jeopardized the power of political elites in countries like
Saudi Arabia and Egypt.  

During this same period, the invasion of Afghanistan
by the USSR allowed the United States to use activist
Islamism in the fight against its rival.  In countries such as
Saudi Arabia,14 Egypt, Sudan and others, this conflict was
used as a valve for upholders of radical Islamism who
threatened the power of the leading elites.15 Thus, the
development of radical Islamism is not foreign to the polit-
ical context of the Cold War.  

Moreover, American authorities continued their policy
of supporting radical Islamism through intermediaries such
as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.  This policy was directly in
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A Canadian Coyote on surveillance duty in Afghanistan during Operation “Apollo”.

“Terrorists understand

that the indifference of

the public is such that,

to attract attention, they

have to commit a more

spectacular attack with

more victims.”



line with one adopted during the Cold War, but which was
then applied against Russia where the goal was to reduce
Russia’s influence on the peripheral Central Asian States.
Unfortunately, this policy, of which the foundation of Al
Qaeda16 by Bin Laden can be considered the archetype, was
turned against its promoters. 

The next two elements that explain the increase in the
number of victims are interwoven: the growing number of
amateurs who perpetrate terrorist acts17 and the transforma-
tion of the role of the professional terrorist.  Until the
1980s, terrorism was the business of specialists such as
Abou Nidal, who possessed the will, the motivation and the
capability to act.  With the rise of the religious factor, there
seem to be more and more amateurs perpetrating attacks.
The idea here is not to discuss amateurism in terrorism; in
fact, terrorist professionals recruit people who often only
carry out just one attack.  But this method, used by Al
Qaeda, makes it far more difficult to find these individuals.
The professionals, for their part, have developed better
operational competence and use highly specialized techni-
cal means (such as the capabilities offered by the Internet
and computers in general)18 in the planning stages of a ter-
rorist attack.  The terrorists’ adaptation to technological
change also reflects their use of legal components in the
fabrication of bombs.  Components such as fertilizer or
diesel fuel are particularly effective for terrorist acts, as
already shown by the IRA attacks at St. Mary Axe in 1991
and at Bishop’s Gate in 1992, the Oklahoma City attack in
1995, and the first attack against the World Trade Centre in
1993.19 In the latter case, it can be assumed that those
responsible for the attacks of 11 September learned certain
lessons from the first attempt, including the fact that the
World Trade Centre towers were vul-
nerable to high temperatures.20  

In addition, these aspects (com-
petence and the use of simple and
legal means) allow the terrorists to
remain incognito during the planning
of attacks.  The events of 11 September
confirm all of these elements.  The
novelty of the attacks exists more
on the quantitative side: in the num-
ber of people who lived in peace in
the United States while preparing
the attacks, in the complexity of the
hijacking because of the number of
planes and the fact that they were
hijacked almost simultaneously,
and, finally, in the use of planes as
flying bombs.  

From a qualitative point of view,
the use of aircraft — which have long
been a target of choice for terrorists
— is not a novelty.  Likewise, 11
September was not the first multiple
hijacking.  There is the notorious
precedent of Dawson’s Field in 1970,
where two planes — a Boeing 707
from TWA and a DC-8 from Swissair — were hijacked and
diverted to the Jordanian desert. A third plane joined the
first two several days later.  Nor is the idea of using planes
as flying bombs new, as the example of the Japanese use of

kamikazi aircraft during the Second World War testifies.  In
terms of terrorism, there is the failed attempt at Marseille in
December 1994, where Algerian terrorists hijacked an
Airbus in Algiers with the intention of crashing it into the
Eiffel Tower in Paris.  Likewise, Ramzi Ahmad, responsible
for the 1993 attack on the World Trade Centre, told investi-
gators he had planned the simultaneous hijacking of more
than eleven planes whose target was, among others, the
World Trade Centre.21  

It might be noted that for some twelve years, terrorist
attacks have often been suicide attacks as well as attacks tar-
geting the population at large.  Besides the reasons men-
tioned above, another
factor can explain the
causes of the increase
in the number of vic-
tims, in the number of
targets and in the
methods used: the
impact of the media.  

The terrorism that
followed the end of
the Second World
War (of which the
Jewish, Cypriot or
Algerian cases are the
most striking)22 brought about “a recognition of the inher-
ent media value of terrorism and an attempt on the part of
terrorists to choreograph their violent acts for an audience
reaching far beyond the geographical frontiers of their
respective territory.”23  The hijacking of an El Al plane in

Rome on 22 July 1968 by George Habache’s Popular Front
for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) received major
media coverage.24 Immediate media attention is now pos-
sible because of the far greater speed of information flow;
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A Canadian soldier talking to two Afghanis during Operation “Apollo”.
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it is now possible to ‘participate’ in an international event
in close to real time.  Thus, if aircraft hijackings were
endemic during the 1970s,25 they were slowly replaced “by
the destruction of planes because of the combined effects of

the use of media
attention and the
perfecting of air-
port security.”26

Put another way,
the weak media
response to ter-
rorism that caus-
es little damage
and thus results
in public apathy,
contributed to the
development of
event attacks that
were increasingly
lethal.  That sev-
eral million tele-
vision viewers
could watch, live,

as the second plane struck the second tower of the WTC on
that morning of Tuesday, 11 September represents “the
most gigantic media operation in the history of terror-
ism.”27 To this can be added the importance these events
had for the Arab-Muslim world and the Al-Jazira televi-
sion network.  

OTHER TENDENCIES: LACK OF TERRI-
TORY, FAILURE TO CLAIM RESPONSI-
BILITY

In addition to these observations about the lethality of ter-
rorist acts and the ensuing factors, several other aspects

emerged in the 1990s that deserve to be considered briefly.
First, terrorist groups are increasingly transnational net-

works that are ‘de-territori-
alized.’28 This trend has
been evident ever since the
1970s, but the analytical
framework of international
relations during that period
side-stepped this fact, focus-
ing instead on the states and
the bipolar confrontation.29  

To give a concrete
example, for several years
the main terrorist problem
confronting Canada has
come from the danger of
importing regional conflicts
into the country.30 Moreover,
CSIS has long emphasized
that Canada “is subjected
to fallout from conflicts
ongoing in other coun-
tries.” 31 The case of Tamil
extremists fighting for the
creation of an independent
state in Sri Lanka is an
obvious example.  

Al Qaeda, it should be noted, is an organization with
loosely woven links, which thrives in the nebula of transna-
tional radical Islamism and whose leaders are scattered
across the globe.  The case of Ahmed Ressam32 is a typical
example of terrorist mobility and of the de-territorialized
nature of the Al Qaeda network.33 Added to this is the fact
that it seems certain that the network and its cells have car-
ried out actions in over fifty countries.  This is clearly
demonstrated by the arrest of several of its members in
Germany, in the United Kingdom and, recently, in Pakistan.  

Furthermore, the tendency of some terrorist groups not
to claim responsibility for their acts, as well as late claims of
responsibility, are new phenomena.  For example, the
Algerian Islamic GIA did not claim responsibility for the
wave of attacks in France in 1995 until October 1996, and
responsibility was never claimed for the nerve gas attacks in
the Tokyo subway or the bombing in Oklahoma City in 1995.
The same is true of the attacks that have been attributed to Al
Qaeda since 1992 — the World Trade Centre in 1993, the
American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania in 1998, and the attack of the USS Cole in Yemen
in 2000.  In the case of the 11 September attacks, the claim
of responsibility was very late, coming 363 days after the
event.34 We are left with no clear explanation of the motiva-
tions and goals of those who perpetrated these misdeeds.
Thus, it is possible to believe that violence is increasingly an
end rather than a means.  

USE OF WEAPONS OF MASS 
DESTRUCTION (WMD)

In the 1990s, the greatest fear of most governments was the
possibility of terrorist use of WMD.35 The attack of the

Aoum sect on the Tokyo subway in 1995 seemed to bring this
new risk to the fore.  However, the use of WMD remains the
exception rather than a general trend, given the difficulties
involved.  According to CSIS, ever since the events of 1995,
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Fighting terrorism in Afghanistan.
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terrorists groups’ willingness to use WMD has been based on
the following facts:

• terrorists understand that the indifference
of the public is such that, to attract atten-
tion, they have to commit a more spectac-
ular attack with more victims;

• improved security measures can incite ter-
rorists to find a different method to commit
an attack;37 and

• a group can have reached such a level of
frustration and feel so powerless that it
will be ready to do anything to try and
achieve its goal.38

In this respect, it would seem that the reasoning behind
the Aoum sect’s actions and their goal to use WMD is cor-
rect, except for one point: it is not so much the use of WMD
that is to be feared, but rather the search for massive destruc-
tion in accordance with the emerging general trends in inter-
national terrorism.  

However, this reasoning prompts us to examine the con-
cept of mass destruction.  In this specialized area, the ques-
tion of mass destruction is closely tied to WMD, and two
positions emerge.39 The first is that of Jospeh W. Foxell,
who proposes keeping the number of victims, from a thou-
sand to a few hundred, as a criterion to qualify a terrorist act
as one of massive destruction.  The second, put forth by ana-
lysts such as Ehud Sprinzak, talks rather about thresholds
going from tens to hundreds of thousands of dead.  However,
despite these differences concerning the number of victims,
others suggest that we also take into account psychological,

social and political effects in evaluating mass destruction.
From this viewpoint, the September 2001 terrorist attacks
constitute mass destruction.  The terrorists crossed a quanti-
tative threshold in the perpetration of terrorism.  

CONCLUSION

The aim of this article was to show that the terrorist
attacks of 11 September 2001 lie within the scope of the

general framework of terrorism of recent years.  Identifying
recurring trends in terrorism appears to be the most con-
vincing way of proving this hypothesis.  In general, the trag-
ic and bloody events of September 2001 correspond closely
to the elements identified: substantial lethality, religious
motivation, the use of amateurs and professionals, the use of
legal and simple means, the search for maximum media
attention, the work of a transnational, de-territorialized net-
work and a delayed claim of responsibility.  The shift is
more quantitative than qualitative in nature, seen in the
number of dead, of hijacked aircraft, of sites targeted, of
participants, and also of television viewers watching the
tragedy take place live.  

The novelty of 11 September, insofar as international
terrorism is concerned, is the fact that American territory
was targeted.  Today, the world’s only superpower is also
vulnerable to the blind violence of international terrorism.
In retrospect, 11 September will represent perhaps the fifth
wave of terrorism in America, but the first that is truly
international. 40  
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